Despite the fact that oceans cover over 70% of the earth's surface, only about one third of all currently known species have been described from marine ecosystems (Reaka-Kudla 1997 , Groombridge & Jenkins 2000 , Grassle 2001 , Boltovskoy et al. 2005 . We believe that this represents an underestimation of the real biodiversity in the oceans (Bouchet 2006) . Since the year 2000, the "Census of Marine Life" (CoML, www.coml.org), an international initiative involving more than 2000 researchers from 80 nations, is putting a huge effort into describing and understanding patterns of species richness and distribution in all ocean realms. The deep sea is one of the largest ecosystems on earth and probably harbours a substantial amount of biodiversity. The fraction of new species to be found in deep-sea areas visited for the first time ranges from 50 to 100 % (Wilson 1980 , Poore et al. 1994 , Park 2000 , Brandt et al. 2004 , Brandt et al. 2007a , with most of them only being represented by single individuals in the samples (Rose et al. 2005 , Brandt et al 2007a . This fact, together with the logistic impediments of sampling in abyssal plains, constrains our knowledge of the life in the hidden depths of the ocean.
The Census of the Diversity of Abyssal Marine Life (CeDAMar, www.cedamar.org) is devoted to the study of latitudinal gradients of diversity in abyssal plains. To accomplish this task, various expeditions collecting organisms of all size classes from bacteria to megafauna took place in the South Atlantic, the Pacific, the Southern Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea, all using the same methodologies. CeDAMar recognizes the importance of accurate species descriptions for ecological studies like diversity comparisons, biogeography or community structure analysis. With as many as 90% of the earth's species undescribed, the vision of a resolved phylogeny of life may be compromised unless there is an ambitious effort in order to advance descriptive taxonomy as the base of phylogenetic systematics (Wheeler 2004 (Wheeler , 2007 . Therefore, one of CeDAMar most ambitious goals is to promote the description of 500 new abyssal species by 2010. The present special volume of Zootaxa devoted to deep-sea biodiversity contributes to this goal with 44 new species descriptions, descriptions of five new genera and several redescriptions.
These descriptions cover various groups including crustaceans: Copepoda (Calanoida, Harpacticoida and Siphonostomatoida), Isopoda (Serolidae and four asellote families) and Ostracoda, furthermore: Nematoda, Brachiopoda, Mollusca (Gastropoda, Solenogastres, Poly-and Monoplacophora) and Porifera (Hexactinellida, Poecilosclerida, Polymastiidae and Suberitidae). The material described in this volume was inter alia collected during several CeDAMar expeditions investigating unexplored areas of the world's ocean, for example with RV Meteor (Martínez Arbizu & Schminke 2005) and RV Polarstern (Brandt & Hilbig 2004 , 2007 . Furthermore, material was collected during different Australian and New Zealand cruises and in the Pacific region.
Part of the descriptions presented in this volume were initiated during several CeDAMar workshops, e. The CeDAMar project benefits from a generous grant of the Alfred Sloan Foundation, without which this special volume would never have been possible. We specially acknowledge the Census of Marine Life scientific steering group and secretariat for continuous advice and support.
